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Selecting Quality Science Books for Children
by Lisa and William Baer
Science Librarians, Harold B. Lee Library

Introduction
The world is changing every day, and many of those changes are brought
about by an ever-increasing reliance on science and technology. What does this
have to do with selecting quality scientific and technical books for children?
Everything. Children are naturally interested in the world around them. They
want to learn and to know and understand how things work. Reading quality
science books will nurture their curiosity. Children will want to know more
about science and technology instead of being intimidated by it. Unfortunately,
poor literature can frustrate, confuse, and discourage even the most eager child.
To select the best scientific books for children, two guidelines should be
considered. First, choose books the child interested in. Timing is also
essential. Books should be read before the child loses interest. Increasing
numbers of informational children's books are being published, and there are
books on almost every subject. Second, choose quality scientific books for
children in general. In selecting science books for children consider five
criteria: authority, content, illustrations, an effort to make science fun, and
organization.

Authoritative Writing
Science is knowledge of the physical world and the study of the general
laws by which the physical world operates. In other words, science deals with
facts and theories about the known world. In selecting science books, accuracy
should be a high priority. But how can a parent or teacher without a chemistry
degree determine if a juvenile chemistry book is accurate? The answer is
simple: determine the expertise of the author. There are several quick and easy
ways to determine the authority of the author.
First, look for the author's credentials. A paragraph about the author is
often included on the dust cover or in the front or back of the book. Look for
information that tells how the author gained his or her knowledge. The author
may have academic credentials or may have conducted some research; he or she
may also have gained knowledge through observation. Depending on the
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subject, observation might be all the authority needed; other subjects require
more expertise.
Another way to establish the authority of juvenile science book authors is
to find out the titles of other books they have written. Check to see if the books
deal with the same branch of science or if they cross disciplines. The fact that
an author is qualified to write books on natural history does not necessarily
mean he or she is qualified to write about computer science.
Bibliographies are a good indication of a well-researched book. Even if
readers never use the sources listed in the bibliography, they can feel more
secure about the content of the book since the author lists other sources of
information on the subject. Do Fishes Get Thirsty? is a good example of
authoritative writing. The dust cover shows that the author, Dr. Les Kaufman,
is chief scientist and head of the New England Aquarium's Edgerton Research
Laboratory. His position qualifies him to discuss marine life questions.
Content
Authoritative writing is probably the most important aspect of choosing a
good science book for children. Facts are facts, and without correct facts, any
science book falls short of its goals. However, facts alone do not make a wellwritten science book, especially one for children. The way the facts are
presented is also crucial. What detail is used? How are concepts explained?
Is the vocabulary appropriate for the age group who will read the book? In
short, is the content of the book suitable for the intended audience?
Science books for children must be written differently than science books
for adults. According to Butzow and Butzow, "If we try to teach children using
only the realistic explanation of an adult, they are often left confused, as they
cannot understand the adult's abstract reasoning process. Therefore we need to
teach them in terms of [their] existing abilities. "1 In other words, we can't take
an adult's science book and tone down the vocabulary to make an understandable
children's book.
Scientists focus on developing logical, step-by-step
conclusions. Children may find it easier to focus on the beginning and ending
states of a process. Simple explanations are usually best for eager young minds.
If these explanations are not enough, curiosity will encourage the child to seek
more complete ones. In Lasers, the author, Robin McKie, gives a clear, brief
description of a laser followed by examples of common uses of lasers.
Good science books will also point out when theory, rather than fact, is
being presented by using words like "may be" and "it is believed that." In
explaining how memory functions, The Brain and Nervous System explains a
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/cbmr/vol15/iss3/2

2

Baer and Baer: Selecting Quality Science Books for Children

Children's Book and Play Review 3
theory by stating that· ... a 'memory' may exist in the brain as a pattern of
connections among the millions of neurons.· The use of the word "may· lets
the reader know the author is not stating a fact.
Currency of information is also important, especially when the subject is
dealing with technology. A ten-year-old book on computers may still contain
valuable explanations of basic principles, but much of the material may no
longer be accurate.
Dlustrations and Examples
In deciding which science books to buy, be sure to examine carefully the
illustrations. Photographs, diagrams, charts, and tables are extremely helpful
in explaining scientific concepts. The description of a particular flower is much
more interesting and memorable if a picture of the flower is included next to the
description. Illustrations should be accurate, simple, clear, and attractive.
Does the illustration accurately match the textual description or process?
Illustrations should correspond exactly with the text; if not, they become a
distraction rather than an aid to understanding.
Are the illustrations simple? Illustrations that attempt to explain more than
one concept can be confusing. In a book on how cars work, a diagram of the
engine should not be combined in the same diagram as the steering mechanism,
because a child may not be able to distinguish one function from the other.
Although illustrations should be simple, accuracy should not be compromised.
Illustrations that are too simple may be misleading.
Are the illustrations clear? The objective of the illustrations should be
obvious to the reader. Captions and headings can help explain the purpose of
an illustration. Clarity is compromised if the illustration is not well placed in
the book. Illustrations should be near the text that describes them.
Are the illustrations attractive and interesting? Nothing arouses curiosity
and stimulates interest in scientific topics better than eye-catching illustrations.
Bright colors have great power for attracting attention. Open the book and trust
your own reactions and the reactions of others.

Rain: Causes and Effects combines accuracy, simplicity, clarity, and
attractiveness in its illustration of water evaporation and transpiration over a
lake. This illustration makes the material easier to understand and remember.
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Our planet's waterworks keep running day and night
Rivers, oceans, clouds and rainfall are all part of an encUess
water cycle

As the air rI~$, d cools , The wale( vaj.JOr

turns into tiny drops

<

Taken from Rain: Causes and Effects. Copyright @1991 Franklin Watts.
Reprinted by permission from Franklin Watts, Inc., New York.

Illustrating can also be done through examples. Examples help explain
scientific concepts by referring readers to what they have already learned
through observation. In Chemical Changes, the concept of solids, liquids and
gases is explained by pictures of ice cubes, a glass of water, and steam coming
out of a tea kettle. Children have seen ice melt and steam rise from a boiling
pot. Referring to these familiar phenomena makes it easier for children to
understand how the three phases of matter are related. As with illustrations,
examples should be accurate, simple, clear, and attractive.

Making Science Fun
Every children's book should be fun, but this is sometimes overlooked in
science books. Too often science is considered boring because people forget
that they can learn and have a fun time doing it. Good examples, illustrations,
and a creative writing style are critical ingredients for science books. Two other
things that make science fun are humor and experiments.
Children will find science more enjoyable if the author uses humor.
Author Jerry Pallotta effectively uses humor to create interesting books. In The
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Bird Alphabet, the bat is emphatically told to get out because it isa mammal and
does not belong. 2 Funny facts when interspersed with more standard
information do much to animate books. In Ranger Rick's Dinosaur Book, a
story is told of an English sculptor who built a large dinosaur model when
dinosaurs were first discovered. When the sculptor finished the dinosaur model,
he had a banquet inside it. Humor should be tailored to the same reading level
as the rest of the book. Subtle or dry humor may not be effective for very
young readers.

Many children love learning by doing. Of course active participation is not
possible in many subjects, but where practical, it can facilitate learning and
make it more memorable and enjoyable. Books like Sound: A Creative HandsOn Approach to Science provide simple experiments that foster an understanding
of scientific principles. Sound shows how to build drums, pipes, and string
instruments and then it explains how sound works. It is important to keep
experiments simple. Books should provide explanations of the principles the
experiment intended to demonstrate. In addition to being fun, books that give
hands-on experience build a sense of accomplishment in young readers.

Organization
Proper organization improves access to information. A well-organized
index and table of contents make it easy to find specific bits of information.
These elements, along with chapter headings and subheadings, become
increasingly important as the length of the book increases. A glossary is helpful
because it introduces new vocabulary. The Macmillan Book ofAstronomy makes
good use of these organizational elements: it includes a table of contents, an
index, and a glossary. This book also utilizes other elements. Within the
chapters devoted to each planet, a box on the first page of each chapter provides
basic information about the planet such as its diameter, distance from the earth,
rotation, and gravity. Although it may not be appropriate to have every
organizational element in every books, science books should usually have an
index and table of contents. Organizational elements provide multiple points of
access to the material in the book.

Conclusion
Selecting science books for young readers does not have to be arduous or
confusing. There are many excellent science books for children. The guidelines
and criteria in this article are helpful in evaluating science books for children.
Young readers deserve the best science books to help them understand their
ever-changing world.
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